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A PROCLAMATION

Good
Tidings
How beautiful upon th e mountain s
ar e the feet of him
who brings good tidings
who publishes peace,
who brings good tidings of good,
who publish es salvation,
who says to Zion, "Your God reigns."

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

* *

*

*

*

*

*

Mary gav e birth to her f1rs t-born son and wrapp ed him in s waddling cloths , and
laid him in a mang er, becaus e th ere was no pla ce for them in th e inn .
A nd in that region th ere were sheph erds out in lh e f1eld, keepin g wa tch over their
flock by night . A nd an angel of th e Lord app eared lo them, and lh e g lory of th e Lord
shon e around lhem, and th ey were fill ed with f ear. A nd lhe ang el said to lhem , "Be
not afraid; for behold , I bring you good news ofa grealjoy whi ch will com e lo all th e
p eople; for to you is born this day in th e city of Dav id a Savi or, who is Chris t the
Lord. And this will be a sign for you: you will find a bab e wrapp ed in swaddling
cloths and lying in a mang er." A nd sudd enly there was with lh e a ngel a multitud e
of th e heavenly host praising God and saying

"Glory to God in th e high est,
and on earth p eace among men
wi th whom he is pl eased!"

*

*

* * *

*

* * *

*

*

*

* *

*

* * * *

Go d se n t th e Son into th e wor ld .
th at th e wo rld mi gh t b e saved th ro u gh hi m.

*

*

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

In Chri st J es u s yo u are all so n s of Go d th ro u gh fa it h .
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PRELUDETO A SCRIPTURE

he w inter wind kicked some dust and spli nters
through the door as the thick -clo thed man
entered. He slammed the doo r and dropped the bar
across it, and then went quick ly to the firep lace and
its mound of blue-gray ashes.
"T hat miserable Greek," t he man muttered to
himself as he used a handful of wood shavings to
brush aside the thin layer of ash, expos ing a dim lyglowing bed of coa ls. He dropped the shaving s on the
coa ls and blew gently . In a moment th ey caught, and
then he placed twigs and t hen thre e larger logs on the
tiny fl ame.
The fire, jumpin g and illumin ating t he living half
of the woodworker's house, prov ided ju st enough
heat to allow th e man - Joseph to his friends, Seph
to his parents - to remove th e thick talith that he
had worn to Caesarea. The heavy cloak cou ld almost
stand by itself, so we ll was it wov en. He threw the
leat he r workman's be lt in the corner and turned
toward an earthern bowl that was half-bur ied in the
wood ashes. He had placed it, fill ed with some leftover lamb stew his mother had brou ght him , in the
ashes thi s morning before th e sun was seen. Now,
warm and fragrant, it wou ld prov ide his eve nin g
meal and broth for the bread sop.
Abrupt ly he turn ed and kicked the solid tab le,
pretending it was the neck of that arrogant Greek
who had called Seph a tecton . " I' m no mer e hou se
builder!" Seph said aloud, the shatt ered silence causing him to start. Then, thr o ugh cold lip s he
whispered with pride, "I am a craftsm an. I am a cutter of wood, a maker of cabinets." Th en he huddl ed
near the fire to slurp the stew.

T

Jack Boyd is professor of mu sicolo gy a nd chur ch music at Abi le ne
Chri stian University, Abilene, Texas.

4

Cou ld his week have gone worse? Impo ssib le ! It
started with having to split and drag a large oa k to his
shop , and then he found that mo st of the wood was
practica lly destroyed with wood beet les. Th at w as
Mond ay . Tuesd ay he cut one fing er so bad ly that he
cou ld scarce ly hold the c hisel for the mal let. He mopped the rest of the stew with a crust of bread. Then
there was Wednesday.
Seph clo sed his eyes and shook his head slow ly.
Wednesday. On ly yesterday. Had it been so rece nt?
He had wa lked through the small vi llage to the hom e
where t he gir l lived who was to be his w ife, and she
had answ ered his knock . She had invit ed him in, and
then, in her curi o us hushed and self-contro l led voice,
she had told him that she wou ld have a c hild in a few
month s.
He had bee n too stunned to reply . She had tried to
make some sort of silly exc use about it not be ing her
fau lt , but of cours~ it was. Seph had stalked out of
her house, refus ing to listen to her. He had wa lked
hom e in the rising co ld w ind blowing straight off the
Great Sea. First he had c ried, and then he had been
angry at the betrayal. Final ly, he had stood on a
small rise to watch the sun die in the west and to
th ink . His mind had turn ed to a b lock of ice . O nly
the abso lute necessity of the tr ip to Caesarea had
tak en the great pain off his mind , but on the return
trip from th e seacoast city th e ange r at th e Greek's
slight , the loss of the large co ntr act to build a spec ial
cabinet, and t he memory of Mariamne . .. Mary ...
and her face as he strode out of her hou se. Sudde nly
he was startl ed at a loud knock on his door.
"Joseph? Seph, are you there?" It was Joseph's
fath er, Jacob, who had appa rent ly .seen the light
from his ho use next door.

MISSION JOUl!NAL

Quickly, Seph unbarred the door and let his father
come out of the cold night wind. The old carpenter
walked directly to the fire and backed up to it, rubbing his hands behind his back. "To Caeserea and
back in one day. Your donkey had to walk fast." The
attempt at small talk was a transparent failure. "Did
we get the contract?"
"Not for the large cabinet, but the woman next
door saw my wood chip and asked about a smaller
cabinet." Absently, he felt above his ear and pulled
the thin, narrow piece of wood from his hair. He laid
the carved piece, the sign of the cutter of wood, on a
small table. "She wants it by next week. I can do it by
myself, if you wish."
· "Yes," the broad-shouldered man said, "I'm sure
you can." There was a long, awkward silence. "You
look angry."
Seph slammed his hand down on an ornate table.
"That Greek! That contemptible one-eyed Greek called me a tecton. Me! The second best cabinet maker in
this area. I'm not a house-builder. I make the wood
do what I want."
Old Jacob smiled slightly at his son. "Your pride
runs to the surface, my son. Beware." Then he
frowned again. Twice he started to say something,
but both times he trailed off into silence. Finally, he
stumbled into a sentence. "Seph, do you know what
people are saying about ...
about your, ah ...
betrothed." He lowered his head at the last words.
"About ...
Mariamne?" Seph said slowly. His
eyes flashed.
His father nodded curtly.
Seph moved directly in front of his father. "Tell
me," he said, his voice raspy, his face stolid.
The man tried to look his son directly in the eyes,
but failed. "It is said ...
that she ...
is halfway
through having a child."
The news was in the marketplace. Like a slit bag of
feathers, there would be no containing it now. "And
what else is being said?"
Seph's father spread his hands helplessly. "They
wonder what she will do, now that you will not be
seeing her again."
"They are not in charge of my life," Seph said hotly. "It will be my decision."
Old Jacob turned and looked into the flickering
fire. "Some things cannot be the decision of one
man."
"Father, I am thirty years old. Mariamne is sixteen. I can make the decision."
"No," Jacob said evenly, "the pledge came from
her guardian to me, and a marriage is part of the
community. Your decision is only a small segment of
it, like the single spokes on a wheel. You must take
back the pledge."
"You speak of the corn mun ity ... is that what you

fear most, what the community will say?"
"I speak ... I speak for many generations, going
back to the great men, to Zerubbabel who was in
Babylon, to David who was the father of Solomon,
to Abraham who was the father of Isaac and the
grandfather of Jacob, my name ancestor." Old
Jacob's voice had risen with the telling of the familiar
history. "I speak for over forty generations. And
soon you will speak for them, also."
Joseph bar Jacob, Seph the son of Old Jacob the
cabinetmaker, turned toward the fire. A slight choke
appeared in his voice. "And ...
who speaks for
Mariamne, my Mary?"
"My son, this has happened before, and always
before we have made the woman an outcast, as a
lesson for the community. A village, like an individual, must be pure."
"Is that what King David did with Bathsheba?"
"Joseph, you are not a king. You are a man, a
worker." There was the taint of sorrow in the voice
of command. "You want to make a man's decision,
then do so; but remember, you must ride the balance
between one young girl and an entire community.
The greater good for the village ... or your own
pleasure." He turned toward the door. Then he stopped and looked toward his son. "Would you sell a
table with a scarred top or a weak brace?" There was
no answer. "If you had been a cutter of wood in
Solomon's temple, would you have placed a finely
carved but weak beam across the Holy of Holies?"
Seph watched his father cross the small room and
pull the door shut after him. Only the popping of the
fire punctuated the stillness, only the flickering light
moved. Just give me a piece of wood, he thought,
something to carve or fit. Then I could make a decent
decision. But instead here is flesh and mind and reputation and future generations to consider. Seph dropped to the floor and pulled the thick camel's hair
talith around him. It's warmth soothed him, and the
irregular waving of the fire caught at his eyes. His
mind wandered in and out of his problem, in and out
of his own thirty years.
He remembered the rabbi talking, long ago, about
... what was it? Something about a son that was to
be born. It was a passage from one of the Great
Prophets. Seph remembered liking the passage
because it reminded him that he also wanted a son,
someone he could train as a cabinetmaker and
carpenter, a son he could name Eliud or Zadok or
David, great names from his own family. He had
liked what the rabbi had said about ... about a child
being born to us, and a son being given, and then ...
what was it? ...
the government will be on his
shoulders ... Nol That would mean more decisions!
Why should a son have to make a decision
like
this one about Mary?

5
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A flame leaped from the end of one of the logs,
lighting up the room and causing Seph to squint and
turn his head. What had he been thinking? Oh, yes,
the old rabbi , . , and his reading from the Great
Prophets about the child, the son, who would be
called a Wonderful Counselor , .. and that would
mean he would make the proper decisions, he
would know how to make both the individual and
the community happy, because he was - Seph
twisted his face in concentration - yes, he was to be
called the Prince of Peace.
Seph's head drooped slightly as the old rabbi's

words jumbled themselves, words about David's
throne and unending peace. Then a final sentence,
perfect in his memory as if the old teacher were here
right now: He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he
will gather lambs with his arm, and carry them in his
bosom, and ... and he shall gently lead those that

are with young.
What a marvelous image, Joseph bar Jacob thought
as he turned his head and settled himself. But how
does one man make such decisions?
He frowned at what he must do. Then, with a deep
sigh, he was asleep.

This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about. /-/ismother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but
before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her
quietly.
But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, "Joseph son of
David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy
Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from
their sins."
All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: "The virgin will be with child and
will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel" - which means, "Cod with us."
When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his
wife. But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.
Mallhcw 7:JB-25 NIV
___ MISSION

... we were supposed to hum . .. "(), Lilt.le Town oj'Bethlehem" while Mary and Joseph came
in fiwn a side door. Only they didn't come right. away . ...
"I lcnew something Wee this would happen," Alice Wendlelcen whispered lo me. "They didn 'l
come at all! l\!e uxm 't have any Mary and ,Joseph . ...
I guess we would have gone on humming till we all turned blue, but we didn't have lo. Ralph
and Imogene were there all right,, only j'or once they didn't come through the door pushing each
other out oj'the way. Theyjust stood there f'or a minute as ij'they weren't sure they were in the
right place - becaw,e of'the candles, I guess, and the church being jidl of'people. They looked
lilce ... refitgees, sent to wail in some strange ugly place, with all their boxes and sac/cs around
them.
It suddenly occurred to me that this was just the UHLY it must have been fbr the real Iloly
Family, stuck away in a barn by people who didn't much care what happened lo them. They
couldn't have been very neat and tidy either, but more like this 1l1aryand Joseph (Imogene's
veil was cockeyed as usual, and Ralph's hair sluclc out all around his ears). Imogene had the
baby doll but she wasn't carrying it the way she was supposed t.o, cradled in her arms. She had
ii slung up over her shoulder, and hej'ore she put it in the manger she thumped it twice on the
lmck.
I heard Alice gasp and she polced me. "I don't think it's oery nice lo burp the baby Jesus," she
whispered, "as if' he had colic . ... Do you suppose he could have had the colic?"
... "I don't lenow why not." . .. Ile could have had colic, or been fia;sy, or hungry like any
other baby. After all, that was the whole point of'Jesus - that he didn't come down on a cloud
lilce something out of "Amazing Comics," but that he was born and lived ... a real person.
From Barbara

Robinson,

- The Best Christmas Pageant Ever
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A SERMON

Does God Play Favorites?
Though God's redemptive purposes had their beginning in particular circumstances that may have the appearance of p~rtiality, God's mercy has
never been provincial or exclusive. It was God's mtentton that t~rough the
Jews the revelation of himself should extend t? all P_eople. This very particularity was meant to be the sacrament of universality.
By ROBERT E. SEYMOUR
have sometimes been accused of
C hristians
narrow-mindedness for attaching every importance of God's revelation of himself in Jesus while
refusing to concede that God may have revealed
himself comparably in the founders of other world
religions. It has been a recurring offense to the
Western intellect to think that God would make
himself known in a unique, unrepeatable event
among a particular people at a particular time. in
history and that for this event there should be claimed absolute significance for all people.
Critics of our religion feel that Christianity leaves
God open to the charge of favoritism. How, t~ey
ask, can you justify your concern for the redempt1~n
of the whole world when the very God you worship
first identified himself with the Jews only? Why were
the glad tidings of the wondrous birth heard only by
a handful of shepherds while for all the rest of the
world it was just another night? Was it fair that one
set of circumstances should be preferred above all
others, that one moment in time should be decisive
for all time?
These are difficult questions to face. Christian
apologists often refe1·to the problem as "the scandal
of particularity,"
the problem
posed by our
religion's having had its beginning among a particular people, at a particular place, at a particular time
as expressed so pointedly in the proclamation of
the heralding angels: "Unto you is born this day in
the Cit)! of Davie/ ... " Does this represent partiality
on the part of God? What can we answer?
Robert E. Seymour, a minister in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, was
recently honored by the Inter-Faith Council of that city for his many years
of outstanding service and support of this "umbrella"
benevolent
organization.

Particularity Precedes Universality
In the first place, it must be noted that particularity
seems to be unavoidable. Far from representing a
perversely narrowed outlook, upon closer consideration it would appear that this is simply the only
way we have to arrive at universals. This is the way
life is structured. Generalities and absolutes do not
come ready-made. We move toward them on the
basis of a particular situation or a personal experience. Every truth that we would now d~clare to
be universally valid first manifested itself to
somebody, somewhere, at some time. Our democratic idealogy, for example, which we believe to be
somehow written into the very nature of things, has
not always appeared so. Call it what you will
"the
fulness of time" or "a tide in the affairs of men" but it had its beginning in a particular constellation
of historical circumstances. At a given period in
time, among a certain people in a certain place, this
new thing broke through human experience to be
exalted to the status of universal principle.
Particularity precedes generality. Even in the wellordered realm of natural science which describes
the universal laws upon which the cosmos is
established, there are particular events that are
unique and momentous in their consequence. For
instance, this very planet upon which we ride was
set into its present motion by an event of almost
unimaginable rarity, when at a given moment our
earth was thrown off the parent sun by the gravitional pull of a passing star. And as we look at the incredible advances of modern science, the primacy
of particularity is also evident. Today we can pick.up
a telephone and speak to a friend on the other side

7
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of the world, but we know this would not be possible had not a certain Alexander Graham Bell spoken
over a telephone in Boston in 1876. It reached
universal usage through a narrow nexus.
Particularity rather than generality is clearly the
prevailing structure of our religious experience. The
theological teaching that God is omnipresent grew
out of the experience of particular men who
discovered their inability to escape from God's
presence. And the Christmas tidings that God is with
us was first voiced by those who were personally
confronted with his visitation and could say, "God is
with me." This is the nature of the Biblical witness.
General truths emerge after and in the light of God's
specific acts. No one could say "God so loved the
world" until after the particlar event at Bethlehem.

Love Is Personal
A second answer that might be given to those who
are troubled by God's having revealed himself in a
particular person in a particular place rather than
simply revealing himself in general to all people is
that only through a particular person was it possible
for God to disclose himself as personal love. To be
sure, God had been revealing himself prior to the
coming of Christ, but never had he so revealed his
fulness as in Christ. You can correspond with people
for years on end; but, as you well know, no amount
of correspondence can be as revealing as a face to
face confrontation.
A personal meeting is the
ultimate
in personal communication.
Before
Bethlehem's birth, God had been corresponding

Christian apologists often refer to the
problem as the "scandal of particularity,"
the problem posed by our religion's having had its beginning among a particular
people, at a particular place, at a particular
time - as expressed so pointedly in the
proclamation
of the heralding angels:
"Unto you is born this day in the City of
David . .. "
with us, so to speak. He had been throwing out hints
of his likeness through the created world around us,
through intimations of the human heart; and he had
been drawing us pictures through the voices of the
prophets; but at last he chose to translate himself in
the language of human life.
The Christian religion is based upon the conviction that God is best described as personal, seeking
love. How else could God possibly have revealed
himself as such, other than through a human life?
You do not ever meet love in the abstract; it is

always incarnate. I could talk forever about the
nature of love, but you would never know what love
is until you had met a loving person. I thought of this
upon looking at one of the Christmas cards I saw this
year. It showed a picture of a family group, each
member holding a package on which appeared such
labels as Love, Peace, and Joy. These gifts of the
Spirit, of course, can never be packaged in tissue and
ribbon but only in the lives of particular persons.
And had God not entered human flesh, there would
have been no way of knowing that the nature of God
is best described as personal love.
As we consider this so-called "scandal
of
particularity," we must realize that it is really not for
us to speculate what might have happened but
rather to acknowledge what has happened. If it be
granted that the revelation of God as personal love
required his taking upon himself human flesh, then it
must also be granted that this necessitated God's entrance into history; and any historical event is inherently and inescapably particular as to time and
circumstance.

Jews Called To Be Servants
But why the Jews? The question persists. Why this
particular people? We cannot pretend to explain
why God chose the Jews, but we know that he did
choose the Jews. This was the way it was and has to
be accepted as such. The record stands: "Unto you
is born this day in the City of David." These facts are
not the invention of theologians but are an account
of a startling event in world history. It is indisputable
that the nation Israel occupied a very distinctive
place among the nations as the one that received
God's revelation in a very special way.
Favoritism? If th is be favoritism, it was not
favoritism in the usual sense. Israel was not the
"teacher's pet," even though some Israelites on
occasion did cherish this illusion. Arthur Koestler
says that Israel was called to be humanity's "exposed nerve." I like that phrase. For surely this people
in their awareness of the living God have revealed to
us how God both declares and vindicates himself in
the life of a people and how he would relate himself
to all people. The history of the Jews is highly impressive in that in spite of unparalleled disasters they
have survived. When Queen Victoria asked Disraeli
what, in his opinion, was the best proof of the ex0, the Jews,
istence of God, he quickly replied,
your Majesty." Surely the striking fact of their persistence must be recognized as important evidence
of the truth of the biblical interpretation of history.
God did choose the Jews; and we cannot deny that
Christmas came first to them, and through thern to
us.
If you and I find it difficult to understand why God
11

MISSION JOUl<NAL

chose any one particular people to be the bearer of
his special revelation, it is good to remember that
the sensitive prophetic spirits of Israel experienced
the same bafflement. They wondered why too. They

Particularity rather than generality is clearly the prevailing structure of our religious
experience. The theological teaching that
God is omnipresent grew out of the experience of particular men who discovered
their inability to escape from God's
presence. And the Christmas tidings that
God is with us was first voiced by those
who were personally confronted with his
visitation and could say, "God is with
me."
saw no evidence that Israel was any better than
other peoples round about or any more religiously
discerning. Yet they felt God's special claim upon
them and wondered at the mystery of it even as they
confessed it.
What is most amazing is that though they thought
of themselves as the chosen people, they came to
the conviction that this was no guarantee of any
preferential treatment. Indeed, they reasoned just
the opposite. Instead of concluding that they would
enjoy special favors from God, they believed that
they would all be the more liable to be punished if
they failed to do what God had asked of them. They
replied that because they had been called of God,
more was expected of them than others and that
they more than any other people would be exposed
to his penetrating judgments. In short, to be chosen
meant special responsibiities. God had singled them
out for a task, and that task was nothing less than being the servant of God in accomplishing his purpose
for all humankind.

God's Mercy Is Not Exclusive
It is a serious error to suppose that God's election
of Israel meant a narrow concern for one people.
Though God's redemptive purposes had their beginning in particular circumstances that may have the
appearance of partiality, God's mercy has never
been provincial or exclusive. It was God's intention
that through this people the revelation of himself
should extend to all people. This very particularity

was meant to be the sacrament of universality. They
were blessed that all nations of men would be blessed. The writer of the Gospel of Luke expressed his
awareness of this by tracing the genealogy of Jesus
all the way back to Adam, indicating that the one
"born this day in the City of David" came not as the
Saviour of the Jews alone but of the whole human
race.
Therefore, it is appropriate that immediately after
Christmas, the liturgical calendar moves to the
observance of Epiphany, which is a missionary emphasis, having to do with the manifestation of God to
the Gentiles as symbolized in the arrival of the Magi
to worship the newborn king. Quickly the calendar
moves from particularity to universality, to proclaim
that the Christ has come for everyone everywhere.
At Christmas there are many civic and church
groups that try to make sure everyone in the community is remembered in some way during this
season. We abhor the thought that any family or any
child should be forgotten, and so we make every attempt to see to it that packages appear in every
home and that all who are lonely or destitute are
cheered by the awareness that somebody cares. We

The Christian religion is based upon the
conviction that God is best described as
personal, seeking love. How else could
God possibly have revealed himself as
such, other than through a human life?
You do not ever meet love in the abstract;
it is always incarnate.
cannot bear the thought that Christmas should come
and anybody be overlook.ed.
Would that we felt the same sense of concern and
urgency after Christmas into seeing to it that
everyone receives Jesus Christ. God would not have
any one of his children overlooked or forgotten. And
we of the Church who constitute the New Israel
have been called to make sure everyone is included.
Not until we are ready to share Christ are we really
taking Christmas seriously. Glad tidings have come
to us that in turn we might proclaim good tidings to
others. If anyone is left out, it is not because God
desires to play favorites but because we who have
been entrusted with a task have failed to complete it.
~-------···········--··--········-···--···------·-------·--·--·-·
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A MEDITATION
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Let Light Shine Out of Darkness
One of the predominant
motifs in the stories,
songs, poems, and cards of the Christmas season is
light. The true celebration is not in the buying and
selling or even the gaily colored lights; but celebration is for the new and glorious light that came when
- of all things - a baby was born in a barn because
his mother and daddy couldn't find a motel room.

"In thy dark streets shineth the everlasting light."
"Light and life to all he brings."
"The people have seen a great light."
"The light shines in darkness."
"Sing of the birth and may your song be ever happy
because He IHings light and life to you."
"Christmas .
Light through the darl<11ess.
Low through the ages."
"Christmas lights the world with /ow."
Jesus came as light into a world of sin and guilt, of
greed and selfishness, of unloving and unforgiving
spirits, of suffering and grief, of hatr-ed and despair,
of loneliness and hopelessness.

We know darkness. We expect children to be
afraid of the dark, but adults ,He loath to ,idmit th,it
sometinws we' too sec ghosts on the walls of our
rooms. Even worse ,He the dark passages of our
minds and hearts whence come depression ,rnd
blackness of spirit dnd hopelessness. Utter mental m
physical darkness can be dS terrifying as being in
Carlsbad Caverns with the lights out.
The good news we celebrate is thdt Jesus CdllW to
bring light into all these d,irk places of the mind ,rnd
heart and body. But who would h,ive thought it: this
baby in a barn, nying, burping, being diapered just
as any other baby. Just d pin prick of light.
But it is easy to become romantic and sentimental
about that set'tl(' of d n('w-hom
in tlw st1·d\\.
shephe1·ds, sheep, camels and wise men. Therl' is
something
beyond this Y(',irly celebration
with
mangers and Christmas trees
even when we ,He
able to achieve a gl'nuine cl'leb1·ation of Cod's descent into human affairs. We must not leave him in
that manger just to be brought out again next year.
He has to be born in d new and different w,iy.

Chile/ o( lkthlchcn1,
LJesccnd to us Wl' /Jrc1)
Cdst out our sin, and enter 111
13c/)()rn in us toda)
() lio/1 1

the people vvho sat in darkness
have seen a great light,
And for those who sat in the region and
shadow of death light has dawned.
Matthe1v -4:16
I am the light of the world; he who follows me will
not vvalk in darkness, but 1vill have the light of Me.
John B. 72
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The Cod-baby gr-cw into God-man and went
among people giving them light thrnugh his love.
God himself in Jesus was exhibiting a Love so great
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that no matter how many times we celebrate his
birth or explore the meaning of life, we cannot grasp
it. But if we allow him to be born anew in us, we
receive that light and become conductors of it - just
as he asked us to do.

For it is the Cod who said, "Let light shine out
of darkness," who has shone in our hearts to
give the light of the knowledge of the glory of
Cod in the face of Christ.
2 Corinthians 4:6
To walk with Jesus is to walk in light and love. It is
not likely to be in spectacular ways that we shine as
light in the world. We may be just tiny flickers shining through the blackness. A loving touch, a little act
of kindness, a bit of beauty in the midst of ugliness, a
stand for justice, new ideas about life: candles shining in a dark world.
In what is surely one of the liveliest Christmas
stories that has been written --- The Best Christrnas
Pageant Ever - there is the story of light in darkness.
Somehow the terrible Herdmans, who never came
to church, wandered in. Much to their own surprise,
much to the displeasure of parents and "regular
church" children, and much to the distress of the
director, they became a part of the Christmas
pageant -- with leading roles, if you will. It was a
miracle that the show ever went on; but those who
had come to scoff remained to pray. And there was
Gladys filled with the wonder of Jesus about whom
she had never known anything befor-e. She had even

had to go to the library to look him up, and the
librarian thought it a miracle that any Herdman was
in the library.

In the candlelight her face was all shiny with
tears and she didn't even bother to wipe them
away. She just sat there - awful old Imogene -in her crookedy veil, crying and crying and crying ... she walked into the corner of the choirrobe cabinet, in a kind of daze - as if she had
just caught onto the idea of Cod and the
wonder of Christmas.
A light had come to shine in the darkness of her
life by a simple Christmas pageant and a substitute
director who accepted her. The fuzzy patterns had
been illuminated.
Only as we become incarnations of Jesus' light
and love as he was the incarnation of the light and
love of God will the birth make any difference.
While our lights may seem insignificant - only pinpricks or night lights -- and our love is imperfect,
taken all together into the light of God's love, they
bring a glorious light to shine through the darkness
in the depths of human lives and spirits. And they
represent peace and love, joy and friendship, healing and warmth. The true meaning of Christmas.
... once you were darkness, but now you are
light in the Lord; vvalk as children of light ..
Ephesians S:8
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A CONFESSION

dvent
I BELIEVE IN ONE GOD, FATHER ALMIGHTY,
MAKER OF HEAVEN AND EARTH Except in cases of crisis or disaster
when I prefer to worship some primordial Zeus
Who stands upon the clouds
heaving the thunderbolts of tragedy
lo suit his Whim.
I HA VE NOT LOVED YOU WITH MY WHOLE HEART Or even thought about you when I could help it.
You remind me, at Christmas,
of all the things I'm not;
Of all the need
I don't want to know is there;
Of some kind of claim on my life
I don't want to recognize.
IF I DID BELIEVE YOU REALLY LOVE ME, IT WOULD BE TOO PAINFUL All those years of ignoring someone
who was offering me the love and acceptance
I so desperately needed,
Meeting all my misdirected needs,
without making any claim,
or receiving any acknowledgment.
I ONLY UNDERSTAND A LOVE THAT JS RECHARGED BY GETTING ITS OWN BACK
IN SOME CAL CULA TED WAY.
I'm comfortable with that.
But every year they bring out that Manger.
I ASK YOU: WITH MY TRACK RECORD WHAT RA T!ONAL GOD
WOULD TRUST ME WITH A BABY?
/, who never managed lo love myself enough
to reach out to my neighbor;
/, who find the concept of God too pain{ ul to think about let alone love.
No rational God would trust me with a baby.
No rational God would trust me.
No rational God would trust.
The Burden

of Nativity That Penetrates
ls Not That I Trust God
But That He Trusts

To Bother

Me

Me

With HimBelf.
12
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Betty

W. Talbert
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A THEOLOGY

Jesus: Superman or Son of Man*

We must guard our faith from an accelerated supernaturalism which depicts
Jesus as an all-knowing, all-powerful demigod, free from the physical, emotional, and spiritual struggles common to our humanity. The claim of the
New Testament is indeed that Jesus is the eternal Son of God, but also that
the eternal Son of God became a man, lodged in a particular time, race, and
place - sharing the limitations, frailties, and ignorance common to our

humanity.
by PHILLIP JOHNSON

* EDITOR'S
exploring

NOTE: This is the first of two articles
the meaning of the full humanity of Jesus.

They all say "the ordinary reader does not want
Theology; give him plain practical religion."
I
have rejected their advice. I do not think the ordinary reader is such a fool.

C.S. Lewis 1
utside the church no one believes that Jesus
Christ is the eternally begotten Son of God.
Where Jesus is attended at all, it is as one of the
"past masters." What is not so obvious is that inside
the church very many Christians do not believe in
the real humanity of Jesus. Outside, the claim to
divinity goes unheard or rejected; inside, the clain1
to a full humanity is ignored. And these two
tragedies of unbelief are not at all unrelated. If only
the church believed more in the humanity of her
Lord, she would make a more convincing and
articulate witness to his divinity.

0

The Docetic View of Jesus
This subtle unbelief within the church is a far
greater threat to Christianity than the familiar hostility or indifference on the outside. It bears thinking
Phillip Johnson is a minister at Disciples House, London, England.
Formerly, he served the West Islip Church of Christ in New York ,ls
preaching minister.

about that the first real threat to the early faith was
what we have come to call the gnostic heresy with
its "docetic" view, which could not cope with a fullblooded, full-bodied Jesus. When John wrote "concerning the word of life ... that which we have seen
with our eyes, which we have looked upon and
touched with our hands," he was looking over his
shoulder at a gnostic piety which believed in Jesus
but not in a really human Jesus (1 John 1: 1). Much of
the piety of the church is still, in a sense, "docetic."
Several years ago I ministered in a congregation
whose members freely vocalized their theological
questions. One day as I sat in conversation at a
church dinner, one very active member declared,
"You know, I have never been able to see how it is
that the sufferings of Jesus on the cross can have
anything to do with my sufferings. How can he be an
example for me, since he knew all this would soon
be over and he wou Id be raised from the dead"? I
replied something like this: "Jesus didn't know any
more than you know; he just believed mor·e."
Another Christian said to me quite plainly, "Of
course Jesus had a human body, but his mind was
divine; he was all-knowing."
This statt'ment pinpoints one of the curious but familiar forms taken by
a docetic piety these days: Jesus as a divine mind in a
human body. Add to this his sinlessness and his
many miracles, assumed to have been accomplished
(automatically) simply because the Son of God could
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naturally achieve supernatural feats; and you have a
contemporary docetic portrait of Christ, He is Jesus
the superman, attractive for his supernatural power,
but removed from our common human experience,
This is not the Jesus Christ of the New Testament,
nor is it the teaching of the church as it has for twenty centuries reflected on the Gospel story.

Jesus in the Gospels
The New Testament commends to the church a
Jesus who, though he was the eternally begotten Son
of God, was thoroughly a man, one with us in our
humanity, the very God Incarnate.
However, before looking at the picture of Jesus in
the New Testament, it is important to understand
something about the writing of the Gospels and
about reading them. The Gospels were written years
after the events which they record. They are compilations of oral stories and written memories
preserved by the followers of Jesus, woven together
and set down for the use of the church. (This whole
process we believe to be guarded and inspired by
God.) Since the point of the Gospels is that this man
Jesus was the Eternally Begotten Son of God, that
claim is the focus of the Gospel narrative.
We are not given a whole picture of the man
Jesus. In fact, according to one r·eckoning, if we
should string all the r·ecorded events together and
assign each event to a separate day, we would account for only about forty days' activity in the life of
Jesus. If one were to speak all his r·ecorded utterances slowly, it would take about six hours. 2 The
providence of God and the recmded testimony of
the early church demonstrate an amazing economy

The New Testament commends to
church a Jesus who, though he was
eternally
begotten Son of God,
thoroughly a man, one with us in
humanity, the very God Incarnate.

the
the
was
our

in speaking of Jesus. Hence, if we are to paint a vivid
picture of the humanity of this man, we will have to
read some between the lines. However, such a picture must be faithful to what information we are
given and to the apostolic faith.
The second observation concerns our reading of
the Gospels. We read with the bias of faith. This is
natural and good, for the Gospels ca11be read at the
deepest of levels only through faith. But we must
guard our faith from an accelerated supernaturalisn1
which depicts Jesus as dn all-knowing, all-power·ful
demigod, free frorn the physical, emotional, ,rnd
s1>iritual struggles con1111011to our humanity. The
clain1 of the New Testament is indeed that Jesus is
14

the eternal Son of God, but also that the eternal Son
of God became a man, lodged in a particlar time,
race, and place
sharing in the limitations, frailties,
and ignorance common lo our humanity.
In attempting to understand the Jesus of the
Gospels, I have asked three questions: (1) What was
the nature and source of Jesus' moral and spiritual
strength (sinlessness)? (2) How are we to understand
his miracles in light of the claim that he was fully
human (omniscience)? (3) What did Jesus know
about himself (omnipotence)? This third question
about the mind of Christ is the most difficult and will
be discussed in a succeeding article.

Jesus' Moral and Spiritual Strength
That the Jesus of the Gospels was a uniquely good
man who served God with his every effort and
breath is seldom questioned. The stark claim of the
Hebrew epistle is that he lived without sin. The
response of piety to this claim is often, "Well, of
course he did not sin, he was the Son of God; he
could not sin!" The implication is that the sinlessness

The Gospels describe the temptations of
Jesus as a life and death struggle, with the
faithfulness
of Jesus hanging in the
balance.
of Jesus was somehow intrinsic, effortless. But the
Hebrew epistle complicates the matter by also saying that Jesus was "one who in every respect has
been tempted as we are" (4: 15). "In every respect as
we ,He" is not a numerical designation. We need
not hold that Jesus was assailed by every temptation
found among the race. The claim is that temptation
was as real and deep for- him as for us.
At the crucial moment of the inauguration of
Jesus' public ministry, he was led into the wilderness
to be "tempted by the devil" (Matthew 4:1). Many
pass lightly over the fourth chapters of Matthew and
Luke, dismissing the temptation of Jesus as a kind of
charade, a drama constructed for our moral edification. But the Gospels describe the temptations of
Jesus as a life ancf death struggle, with the faithfulness
of Jesus hanging in the balance.
The vision of the dove and the hearing of the voice
at his baptism constituted for Jesus a revelation of his
identity and a call to mission. 3 At this moment of
crucial self-discovery, it was the most natural thing
for Jesus to retreat to the wilderness for pr·ayer· and
fasting and to meet the temptations inherent in the
disclosure he has experienced.
The direct connection of the temptations to the
baptisrnal experience is rnade clear by the tempter's
first words: "if you are the Son of God." In the vision
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at his baptism, Jesus had heard the voice, "This is my
beloved Son"; the temptations are a subtle attack
upon this revelation. Each temptation challenges
Jesus to prove his calling, to demonstrate his identity, to assert his authority by some display of power.
Was it not part of the genuine task of Jesus to authenticate his claims? Was it not his true destiny to
rule the world? "Here then," coaxes the tempter intelligently, "here is the straight path to Messianic
rule": the provision of bread for the stomach (v. 3),
the display of divine favor (v. 6), control of the world
through connivance with the Prince of the world
(v. 9).
In driving away the tempter, Jesus rejects the false
demands of Messiahship for an unknown way of
discovery, a way inherent in the baptismal vision
and voice. For the words Jesus heard - "in whom I
am well pleased" -- come straight from Isaiah 42:1
-- one of the mysterious songs of the suffering servant of Israel.
The temptation to inauthenticity
recurs again and
again in the ministry of Jesus. This explains Jesus'
severity towards Peter in the rebuke of Matthew 16,
a sequence identical to that in chapters 3 and 4. A
revelation of Christ's identity is given: "You are the
Christ, the Son of Cod," confesses Peter, to which
Jesus answers, "Flesh and blood has not revealed
this to you, but my Father who is in heaven" (vv.
16- I 7). Fron1 that moment Jesus begins to teach to
his inner circle the meaning of his Christhood -"that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many
things" (Matthew 16:21). But from this Peter· recoils,
believing with his fellow Jews that Messiahship
means a crown not a cross: "Cod forbid, this shall
never happen to you." Then comes Jesus' strong
rebuke, which carries with it the memory
of
wilderness struggles: "Cet behind me Satan! You are
a hindrance to me" (v. 23). This emotion is no per-

Temptation means struggle, unanswered
questions, periodic confusion, and the
dreadful possibility of failure. And that is
just the picture the Gospels give us - a
Jesus praying 1 fasting, meditating on scripture, fighting in the sweat of uncertainty to
discern and do the will of God, giving
himself in suffering love, and utterly
trusting God,
sonal attack 011 Peter, but a sign of the reality of the
temptation to trade love (and therefore suffering) for
power·.
This vivid picture of 1·eal tempt,,tio11 is just what
one would expect in the life of a man as uniquely

good as Jesus of Nazareth. For is not the most
dangerous temptation of the very good always a
temptation, not to obvious evil, but to trade a higher
for a lesser good? P.T. Forsythe wrote of the temptations of Jesus: "It was not the temptation to forsake
the righteousness of Cod, but to seek it by other
paths, less moral and less patient paths, than Cod's
highway of the holy cross." 4
Temptation
means struggle, unanswered
questions, periodic confusion, and the d readfu I possibi 1ity of failure. And that is just the picture the Cospels
give us - a Jesus praying, fasting, meditating on
scripture, fighting in the sweat of uncertainty
to
discern and do the will of Cod, giving himself in suf ..
fering love, and utterly trusting in Cod. Is this not the
very life to which he calls us? That he won perfection
while we do not is a mystery. But we must not cut
the knot of mystery by denying Jesus the human
moral struggle.
That he won perfection is also a paradox. For he
disowns the victory: "Why do you ask me about
what is good? One there is who is good" (Matthew
19: 17). He regards whatever goodness others find in
him as Cod's work, not his own. But is not this the
precise paradox of every believer's life? "Work out
your salvation in fear and trembling,"
writes Paul,
"for it is Cod himself working in you both to will and
to do" (Philippians 2: 12-13). Jesus shared the fear
and tr"embling of every believer.
Cethsemane is the clearest picture of that fear and
trembling. The scene in Matthew's Cospel shows a
striking unity with the earlier temptation scene in
chapter 4 -- even to the sequence of three moments
of struggle. And when Jesus says to his sleepy
disciples, "Watch and pray that you may not enter
into temptation, the spirit indeed is willing, but the
flesh is weak," is he not actually describing his own
inner condition? Here is humanity bathed in the
baptismal fire of Cod's holy will. The victory of Jesus
is clearly here not the work of some implanted
divine privilege, but the work of faith enabled by
grace to say and to mean, "Thy will be clone."

Jesus' Miracles
Few contemporary
scholars and historians deny
that Jesus did extraordinary
deeds "mighty
works" the Cospels call then1. There is less arrogance than there used to be about what "just does
not happen"
in our world. The new openness
should enable Christians to drop their defensive
stance with regard to the rniracles and to discern
more clearly the meaning of them.
The miracles are often pointed to as clear and simple signs of the divinity of Jesus. "Of course Jesus'
claims are true, his miracles prove it." Or stating the
argument in reverse, "Of course he could work
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miracles, he was the Son of God." But this simplistic
view is entirely at variance with the understanding of
"signs and wonders"
in the Gospels. And it
obscures the full humanity of Jesus.
Before the miracles are seen as "signs,"
they
ought to be seen as genuine acts of compassion. It is
significant that Jesus does not initiate his wonderworking,
as if to call attention
to himself. I-le
responds to human need as it comes to him. It is just

In Jesus, Divinity suffers a revolution, a
self-emptying, an incarnation. The power
of God is revealed in the renunciation of
that power. The goodness of God is revealed in his descending to struggle with evil in
the human way.
this compassion that causes him to spurn the sensibilities of the Pharisees. "Is it lawful to do good on
the sabbath?" And in this passage he likens his
miracle of healing to the simple humane act of lifting
a stranded sheep from a ditch (Matthew 12:9-14).
Jesus consistently
refused to proffer a miracle
simply as a sign. Twice in Matthew, we hear in
response to the challenge to prove himself: "An evil
generation seeks a sign, but no sign will be given ... "
(12:39; 16:4). This sort of display of spiritual prowess
is exactly
what Jesus r·efused in the second
wilderness temptation. He will not be known for his
power, unless he can first be known for his love. 5
In another
context,
however,
Jesus freely
acknowledges that his miracles serve as a sign. "If it
is by the Spirit of God I cast out demons, then the
kingdom of God is upon you" (Matthew 12:213). Of
what is the mir·acle a sign? Not of the divinity of Jesus
but of the coming new age. Jesus does not use the
sign to claim some unique status or identity. In his
miracles, as in his goodness, he points away from
himself and to the work of God's Holy Spirit as a sign
that the kingdom of Cod is dawning. By his mighty
works Jesus proclaims the "acceptable year· of the
Lord" (Luke 4:19). As every Jew knew, that coming
age was to be marked by a new bestowal of the Spirit
and power of Cod on all flesh, on humanit)l.
Jesus himself regards the n1iracles as a hurnan
work, or, more accurately, as a work by Cod working through human faith. He never claims to work
miracles by some inner divine power of his own.
"Your faith has saved you," he says again and again
(MiHk 5:34; 10:52). And he assures his followers that
"these signs will follow those that believe" (Mark
16:17).
Likewise, the greatest of all the rniracles, the resurrection of Christ, is attributed not to some inherent
power within Christ, but to the intervening power of
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Cod, breaking in, interrupting the seemingly endless
sequence
of death. The resurrection
is Cod's
response to this human Messianic life of Jesus. And it
is not often enough noticed or pointed out that the
risen Christ is pictured in the gospels as, even in his
resurrected life, the Human Christ! 6
The "mighty works" of Jesus were accomplished
through the same power by which his moral victory
was won: by faith at work in prayer, constancy of the
will, and self-abandoning
trust in the Father. The
miracles were the work of consecrated humanity.
Hence, when once the disciples were faced with an
especially intransigent demon and came to Jesus
asking why they could not cast it out, Jesus' answer
is shocking in its frank appeal to the human act of
faith: "Because of your· little faith you could not"
(Matthew 17:20). And Marks adds, "This kind cannot be driven out by anything
but prayer and
fasting" (9:14-29).
The miracles of Jesus do not show us a superman
rearranging reality by virtue of his own creative
power. They show a man fully submitted to and,
therefore, mightily empowered by God.
None of this calls into question the full divinity of
Jesus. Indeed, the claim of the New Testament is that
Christ's divinity can be known only thwugh
his
a
humanity. In Jesus, Divinity suffers a revolution,
self-emptying, an incarnation. The power of God is
revealed in the renunciation
of that power. 7 The
goodness of God is r·evealed in his descending to
struggle with evil in the human way. This is the central mystery of our faith which will feed us and
renew our humanity if we but hold to it.

Jesus' Humanity

and Ours

No doubt, the devil on the wilderness cliff was
right. If the Christ had come descending from above,
dazzling in his power to know all and do all, the
world would have followed
eagerly. We are all
fascinated by a superman; a superman shows us the
power we covet for ourselves. "Show us a sign that
we may believe."
But no, he comes, rising from among us, from a
woman's womb: having "no form or comeliness

If only we believed more in Jesus' humanity, we could more readily witness to his
divinity. for the only convincing sign we
can offer the world is the sign of our
renewed humanity in Christ.
that we should look at him." lie calls us to his side
to be his brothers and sisters -- fully hun1c111
sons and
daughters of the living God.
If only we lwlievc·d more' in )C'sus' hurn<111ily, w<·
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could more readily witness to his divinity. For the
only convincing sign we can offer the world is the
sign of our renewed humanity in Christ. Faith in a
less than completely human Christ may serve to
make us religious; but it will not make us more deeply, more lovingly human. We need to be brought
low by his humanity, low to the concrete tasks of a
fully human ministry.
We also need lifting up. Our humanity needs to be
restored to its proper dignity. That good word
"human" must be sanctified again by the human
Christ, for in our common life in the church and in
the world, we have come to expect so little of
ourselves and of others.
Not in our too-frequent betrayals, but in his
daily fidelity;
Not in cowardness and resignation in the face
of evil, but in his courage and struggle;
Not in the crippling moral compromises, but
in his crystal clear integrity;
Not in our fitful and self-serving prayers, but in
his "thy will be done."

Not in our partial loves and measured compassion, but in his luxurious self-spending;
Not in mutual recriminations, but in his free
and freeing forgiveness;
Not in greed of stuff, but in his possession-free
generosity;
Not in cowering before prideful authority, but
in his sacrificial resistance;
Not in our "pursuit of happiness," but in his
way of the cross is true humanity found.
Notes
1

(New York: The MacMillan Company, 1958), p. 119.
2 Leonard Hodgson, And Was Made Man (London: Longmans, Green and
Co. LTD., 1928), p. 142.
3 The call of Jesusat his baptism is crucial to seeing the human growth of
his ministry. I will give more attention to the passage in a following article.
4 P.T. Forsyth, The Person and Place of Jesus Christ (London: Independent
Press, LTD., 1948), p. 303.
5 I believe this is the key to understanding Jesus' demand that the
demons, who knew his Messianic identity, keep silent (Mark 1:24, 34), and
that those who were healed were to "tell no one" (Mark 1:43).
6 See Luke 24:39, where the risen Christ says, " ...
a spirit has not flesh
and bones as you see that I have."
7
The meaning of the kenosis (self-emptying) of Christ will be more fully
discussed in my following article. See Philippians 2:5-11.
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Women and
Religious Leadership:
A Survey of the Biblical
and Patristic Backgrounds
PARTII
WOMEN IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

The Pentecost experience and Paul's early intuitions indicate that where the
Holy Spirit moves in power, it elevates women to equality and to leadership
within the Judeo-Christian community.
By BETTY W. TALBERT

II we have seen from our overview of the position of women in formative Judaism indicates
that women in the time of Jesus were severely
restricted in their public and private lives. A rabbi
might not speak to a woman in public. Women

A

Betty W. Talbert, of Winston-Salem, North Carolina, is a historian and
teacher whose present work is focus~>don the history of Western Christian
devotional practice and on the concepts of spiritual formation.

could not divorce their husbands, though their
husbands might divorce them with relative ease.
Women could not bear witness in a courtroom.
They could not participate as equals with males in
worship: could not be counted in the quorum to
determine a minorum, sat separate from the men by
a screen, and were not allowed to read aloud or take
any public part.
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Jesus and the Gospels
In this context Jesus' method of relating to women
represented an undeniably revolutionary reaffirmation of the prelapsarian vision of woman and a
radical break with his cultural milieu. 1 Gerhard Kittel
in his Theological Dictionary of the Bible describes
Jesus' behavior this way: "[Jesus) lifts from woman
the curse of her sex and sets her at the side of man as
equally a child of God." 2
As a rabbi, the Jesus portrayed in the Gospels
refuted the postlapsarian view of woman regarding
religious ritual and activity. He publicly healed a
woman with an issue of blood, thus setting aside the
belief that woman's bleeding which is associated
with her sexual nature renders her ritually unclean.
He taught Mary and encouraged her interest in
theological investigations, thus specifically refuting
the postlapsarian position that a woman's place lay
in maintaining the household. He spoke to women
in public and counted many among his closest
friends and disciples. Indeed he extended the call of
God to women outside the Jewish camp, thus
extending dignity to all women and not just to
Jewish women.3
The Gospels' portrayal of Jesus' relationships with
women can only mean that he understood that the
kingdom of God was breaking in through his ministry to restore woman to the equality with man that
she enjoyed before the fall. Jesus' vision of woman
revealed that in the now of God's messianic kingdom she is restored to her rightful place in creation.

Paul and the Early Church
Jesus' experience of the in breaking of the kingdom
as human equality was shared by the leaders of the
early church. At Pentecost the Holy Spirit fell upon
both men and women. Some writers maintain that
the early church celebrated this new freedom by including the following statement in the baptismal
rites: "There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is
neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor
female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus."
The writers of the Gospels, writing after Paul and
near the end of the first century, not only pass on
authentic sayings of Jesus which demonstrate his
prelapsarian view of women but also depict him as
revolutionary
in his treatment of women. The
distance of the Gospel writers from Jesus reveals the
depth of impact that his treatment of women had
upon the lives of his disciples. Two or three generations later, when the Gospels were written, the implications of the messianic kingdom for women remained at the core of the kerygma. If Paul's statement in Galatians 3 is a restatement of an early baptismal formula, it reflects an institutionalization
of
that freedom offered to women by Jesus' personal
treatment of them.
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Galatians 3 represents not just a formula but Paul's
own experience. He valued women as co-ministers,
fellow-workers,
and evangelists. He recognized
them in his letters as the founders of churches.
Together with him they labored, lived, and taught
the truths of the Gospel to others. Women worked
beside him with their hands; women prophesied
beside him in the church. 4 The structures of worship
reflected this new freedom as men and women sat
together and worshipped together in the early days
of the church. In Christ, at the beginning, the
separateness of the synagogue ceased. 5
Paul and the other leaders of the early church
faced a dilemma. They believed that Jesus had

Paul and the other leaders of the early
church faced a dilemma. They believed
that Jesus had restored woman to her prelapsarian rights within the kingdom, but
they did not know what these rights looked
like or how they should be structured.
restored woman to her prelapsarian rights within the
kingdom, but they did not know what these rights
looked like or how they should be structured. In the
first days after Pentecost men and women equally
endowed with the Spirit of God worked together to
spread the good news. The very outpouring of the
Spirit upon the believers had produced a sense that
the end of this world approached, that Jesus would
return immediately to bring the kingdom to completion. In his expectation of Jesus' imminent return,
Paul felt that the normal structures were somewhat
suspended in response to that expectancy. 6
As long as church structures remained fluid and
the Lord's return seemed near, women were accepted
as co-workers
and worship
leaders.
However, as Christ's return was delayed, individual
churches in various cultural settings began, on their
own initiative, to define the content of what the new
freedom for women meant in the context of church
worship. As a result, Paul felt pressured to define the
structural content of the new prelapsarian view of
women. Therefore, on a day-to-day problem-solving
basis and without a fixed canon or the living example of Jesus to guide them, Paul and the leaders of
the early church struggled to formulate what
woman's restoration would look like in concrete
experience.
Paul and his associates contended with gnostic
Christians who believed in an androgynous God and
held
that
creation
and redemption
were
antithetical. 7 On the other hand, Hellenistic Jewish
Christians pushed to limit the new understanding of
woman's equality to the spiritual realm. These
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Judaizing Christians with long years of postlapsarian
traditions about women wanted to construct the
church along the lines of the synagogue. 8 In Paul's
writings we see mirrored the young church's struggle to devise structure for Jesus' prelapsarian vision
of woman amidst the various pressures of culture.
Paul affirmed Galatians 3:28 as his working principle and tried to respond to the problems as they
arose. To the Corinthians he wrote that sexual roles
were not transcended by the restoration of woman
to the prelapsarian state. Male and female are part of
God's plan from the beginning; redemption cancels
the curse, not the creation. This decision on Paul's
part had implications for emerging church behavior.
Women might pray and prophesy, of course; but
they must dress in so doing in ways that reflected
that their sexuality was not transcended by their
Christian calling (1 Corinthians 11 :4-8).
The section of First Corinthians which demands
women to be silent in church (14:33b-35) seems so
out of character with Paul's dealings with women as
fellow ministers that many scholars feel it is a later
interpolation attributed to Paul. 9 But if it seems impossible to believe that Paul, who had worked and
prayed with women and valued them as leaders in
his early missionary efforts, would
eliminate
women's participation in church leadership entirely,
we must accept the fact that the pressures of gnostic

The Gospels' portrayal of Jesus' relation~
ships with women can only mean that he
understood that the kingdom of God was
breaking in through his ministry to restore
woman to the equality with man that she
enjoyed before the fall.
heresies and of his own postlapsarian past and concepts led Paul into a gradually narrowing theology of
woman's leadership in church and home.
The dilemma of Paul was the dilemma of the postPauline church. The church struggled to be true to
Jesus' vision of woman as man's equal in God's
kingdom within a context of Jewish converts who
knew only the postlapsarian norms for women and
of gentile converts whose openness to women was
believed to be based upon a heretical gnostic
understanding of the nature of God. Gradually the
cultural pressure won out, and the Christian prelapsarian vision of woman became swallowed up in a
postlapsarian Jewish patriarchal ism . 10 So whereas
the prelapsarian view of woman is upheld in the
Gospels, Acts, and some of Paul's writings as well as
in the Apocalypse, the shadow of postlapsarianism
dominated the later writings of the New Testament
canon. 11

The Fathers through Augustine
The postlapsarian model of woman continued in
the writings of the Fathers of the Church. By the end
of the second century the Church leadership was
solidly middle class.12 The resources of women
were no longer needed as they had been in the early
days of struggle. The impact of Jewish Christianity
was waning, but it had already severely proscribed
the role of women. Woman was now viewed within
the church structures almost wholly in postlapsarian
terms. That baptism and faith restored woman to her
pristine place in the kingdom was a tenet widely
held, but in practice woman remained under the
curse. 13
There were exceptions, of course. Clement of
Alexandria, who held that a woman should be subject to her husband, also believed that she was his
equal in creation. In contrast to other Fathers, he
thought women should be educated as well as
men. 14 Even though he felt that women were beneath men in the order of creation, Clement urged
women
"to
participate
with
men in the
community,"
because he saw God in feminine
terms as well as in masculine terms: "The Word ...
is everything ... both father and mother, teacher and
nurse ... and the Word alone supplies us children
with the milk of love, and only those who suck at
this breast are truly happy ... "1s
Comparing Clement's cosmopolitan
setting in
Alexandria, where the upper classes of women had
a great deal of social and political freedom, with that
of Tertullian, who wrote for a different and lower
class in a provincial setting, one can see that culture
and class structure determined the degree to which
the individual Fathers were influenced by their common postlapsarian views. Tertullian could not forget
the curse:
You are the gate of the devil, the "disturbance
of nature," the traitor of the tree, the first
deserter of divine law; you are she who enticed the one whom the devil dare not approach; you broke so easily the image of God,
man ... on account of the death you deserved,
even the Son of God had to die. 16
With the labor of women no longer needed, the
absence of an outpouring of the Spirit, the move upward into the middle class, the pressures of Jewish
postlapsarian views of women within the church,
and the desire to distinguish themselves from false
gnostic teachers who allowed women equal representation in the church, the church yielded to the
views of Tertullian rather than those of Clement. The
result was the extreme postlapsarian view of women
that continues to hinder woman's progress toward
leadership in the western Christian church even
today.
19
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The Church Fathers of the third and fourth centuries preserved the official doctrine that baptism
elevated woman to equality with man before God,
but in practice they leaned much more toward the
rigid postlapsarian view of Tertullian than they did
toward the semi-positive view of woman held by
Clement of Alexandria. Fathers of these centuries
reconciled the ideal of Christian freedom for women
stated by Paul in Galatians 3:28 with their increasing
determination to keep females subordinate in the
home and church by restricting the prelapsarian
view of woman to a special class of women.17
Jerome, whose negative view of woman bordered
on misogyny, felt that a celibate life of scripture
study restored woman to dignity and Christian
freedom. For Jerome and increasingly for the Fathers
of the third and fourth centuries woman's dignity lay
solely in the gift of virginity: "Death came through
Eve: life has come through Mary. For this reason the
gift of virginity has been poured out most abundantly upon woman, seeing it was from a woman it
began." 18Thus the church in this period would give
a woman an official position at the expense of her
sexuality. Woman might be officially supported by
the church if only she would, as Mary her mother,
remain a perpetual virgin or be a virgin in her
widowed state. The freedom Paul spoke about was
now instituted as an official role for those women
who would purchase it, not with baptism but with
the works of perpetual virginity.19
Thus the stage was set for St. Augustine, whose
theology of woman has passed through Aquinas
down into the theology and canon law of our own
day. Augustine felt that Jerome had too pessimistic a
view of marriage; and, unlike Tertullian and Jerome,
he did not "rail at and mock women." With most of
the Greek Fathers of the third and fourth centuries,
he felt that marriage was good, though not so good
as virginity. Because intercourse was a part of marriage before the fall, it was lust, not intercourse, that
was the product of the fall. 20 He did hold, however,
that Eve was by creation inferior to Adam. After the
fall her husband's natural dominance over her became a kind of service of duty akin to slavery. This
dominance is not eliminated by the waters of baptism; even within Christian marriage this feature of
the law of the curse remains in effect for Augustine,
who was even more strict than the Roman law of his
day.
To escape this humiliation Augustine recommended virginity to the unmarried woman. He believed as
Tertullian that Eve was chiefly responsible for the
fall. However, consecrated virgins could preserve
the opportunity to partake of the prelapsarian state
of woman. Because for Augustine the church was
the symbol of the prelapsarian view of woman,
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young women through the consecration of their virginity, could participate in the Church's image in a
special way -- they could indeed become "mothers
of Christ." 21 What Jesus had given freely to the
women who followed him had now (by the middle
of the fifth century) to be purchased by women at
the cost of a lifetime of asceticism and prayer.

Conclusion
The prelapsarian view of woman as man's equal
prevailed in the Montanist and gnostic communities
through the second century and in some cases into
the third. While all segments of the struggle
Montanist, gnostic, and patriarchal - looked to scripture
for their authority, the postlapsarian view dominated
the orthodox church Fathers. Hence, the fate of
women in the patristic period was sealed as far as
church leadership was concerned. The prelapsarian
dream of Jesus had been killed by its lack of structural support in the Jewish religious practice and by
its later identification with gnostic heresy. Nevertheless the witness of Montan ism in the second century
represented a prelapsarian pattern present from the
Yahwist poet down through the prophets and Jesus.
The Pentecost experience and Paul's early intuitions
indicate that were the Holy Spirit moves in power, it
elevates women to equality and to leadership within
the Judeo-Christian community.
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Anne Hutchinson'sJourney of Faith
COVENANT OF GRACE by Jane Gilmore Rushing (New York: Doubleday and Co., Inc.,
1982), 390 pp., $16.95.
Reviewed

by JANIE

B. CHEA N EY

A nyo ne who has eve r struggled with po int s of
c hur c h doc trin e w ill appr ec iate Jane G ilm ore
Rushin g's Cove nant of Grace. It is a rare nove l w hi c h
tr eats not o nly faith but religio us d isput e serio usly,
and readers w ith root s in th e Chur c h of Chri st w ill
find food fo r thou ght here.
An ne Hut c hin son may be a nam e vaguely fam ili ar
to high schoo l grad uates w ho have reta in ed
fr agments of th eir Am erica n hi story classes, but th e
part icu lars of her case are not we ll known . Let's see,
we mi ght wond er, wasn't she kick ed o ut of th e
M assachu setts Bay Co lony in t he midst of some kind
of do ctrinal d ispute? Of co urse th at was 'way back' in
th e time of th e Puritans , th ose religio us fa nat ics who
have rece ived a bad press eve r sin ce th e dawn of the
enlightenm ent. Who ever· wa stes much tho ught o n
them , th ese day s?
Mr s. Rushing 's ac hi eve ment is to re-c reate th e
co ntrov ersy surrounding Anne Hut c hin son in a
co m pe ll ing mann er th at do es not slight th e act ual
record of eve nts. She has wr itten an histo rica l nove l
th at deepe ns o ur und erstand ing of history , fl eshin g
o ut th e di stant facts w ith real people, mo st
co mm and in gly her hero in e.
Mi str ess Hut c hin son arriv es in th e embryoni c
town of Boston in th e fa ll of 1634, only fo urt een
yea rs after th e landin g at Plymouth Rock of t hat
reve red band of v isionaries, th e Pilgrim s. She is
something of a Pilgr im herself, hav ing braved th e
fearsome ocean with her large family in obedience
to what she und erstand s as th e c lear dir ect ive of
Janie 8. Chea ney is a hou sew ife and mother of two living in Chattanooga,
Tenn essee .

God : that she might sit at th e feet of th e man who
had first opened her eyes to D iv in e Grace . This was
John Cot to n, a mini ster who pr eac hed a gent ler
gospel th an many of his fellows - th e message th at
th e grace of Christ ju stifies all of hi s elect, cove rin g
both th eir good work s and th eir sins. When John
Co tton sailed for the New Wor ld, hi s d iscip le
dete rmin ed to fo llow him , led by a stro ng sense of
th e Lord's w ill , th o ugh she had no c lea r reve lation of
w here th at w ill wo uld take her. In th e ven tu re she
has th e un qua lifi ed support of her hu sband Wil liam
w ho, though he do es not full y und erstand her,
fir mly be lieves her to be "a d ear saint and a serva nt
of God ."
A nne is a c harismati c fi gur e, alm ost un anim o usly
ad mir ed at fir st by th e inhabit ants of Boston for her
large and happy ho useho ld, her ge neros ity , her
helpfuln ess and skil l in nur sin g, her passio n for th e
word of God and , most imp ortant ly, her teac hin g. In
thi s world of lo ng, bitt er wint e rs, of stern-faced
mini ste rs pr eac hing two -hour sermo ns, and of bon edry do ctrin al debates, Anne Hut c hinson , w ith her
repeated e mph asis on th e all-enco mp assin g grace
and lov e of God, warms many a hear t fro ze n w ith
fear of hi s wrath.
Her week ly meeting s, begun at the urgin g of a few
fri end s, soo n draw dozens of peop le anx io us to hear
her speak. But as her popularity grows, ther e also
grows in ce rtain quart ers an an imosity tow ards her
and her teac hin g. John Winthro p (hi s nam e is
vague ly famili ar too) , th e former gove rnor of th e
co lony, sees in A nne's influ e nce a threat to the
perfect order and harmony he hopes to establish in
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Massac hu setts as an exa mp le to th e rest of th e
wor ld. Hi s visio n is of a soc iety of w hi ch men w ill
say, " See how th ey love o ne anoth er." Ruthl essly he
sets about to smash all obstac les to the fulf illm ent of
th at dr eam.
Riva l fac ti o ns sprin g up: th ose w ho espo use a
cove nant of wo rks again st th ose w ho rely up o n a
cove nant of grace. The oppos in g fo rces are qui c kly
loc ked in a power st rugg le w hi c h br ings o ut t he
v indi cti ve ness and cruelty of o ne side, the p rid e and
self-d ramati z ing of th e oth er. But th e Winthr op
camp , w here mo st of th e po w er resid es, p redi ctab ly
shows a darker hu e. The o utco me for A nn e
Hut c hin son w il l be tr agic.
Mod ern readers may plow thr o ugh th e hairsplittin g definiti o ns of faith and sanct ifi cati o n,
w o nd erin g w hat all th e fuss w as abo ut. Yet alm ost all
wh o subscrib e to Mission Journal have expe rienced
some co nfli ct (int ernal o r exte rnal) over po int s of
doctrin e. The sto ry of the " antin o ma in co ntrove rsy"
(as it was ca lled) of 1645 raises issues w hic h have
alw ays con ce rned th e c hur c hes of th e Resto ratio n
appro ach : th e authority of scriptur e, th e natur e of
reve lati o n, th e balance of faith and wo rks. H ow
does Go d effec t salvati o n? Ca n w e to lerate th e v iews
of others without compromi sing our ob edi ence? Do
w e som etim es co nfu se th e Lord 's wi ll with o ur own ?

For anyo ne w ho has eve r wr estl ed w ith qu esti o ns
lik e th ese, A nn e Hut chinson 's sto ry will pr ove to be
grippin g.
Mr s. Rushin g neve r preac hes, m o ralizes, o r spea ks
thr o ugh her c haracters; no r d oes she c loth e
twe ntieth ce ntu ry th o ught in Purit an costum e. H er
att enti o n to eve ryday details and patt erns of speec h
illumin ate rath er th an o bscur e th e sett ing of her
sto ry. H er he ro in e, a wo nderf ul c haracter , is show n
in the spectrum of her remarkab le stre ngth s and
insidi o us wea kn esses. The rest of th e c haracters,
most of th em hi sto rical pe rsonages, are as indi vidu al
and d istin ct as God made them .
Go d himself is not so d istin ct . Th o ugh as
ubiquit o us a pr esence in th e nove l as he was in th e
seventeenth ce ntur y mind , hi s ways are in th e end
show n to be un fat ho mab le eve n to those w ho, lik e
Ann e Hut c hinson, most dili gentl y seek him . Can hi s
w ill be fully know n to our frail flesh? O n thi s crucial
po int Mr s. Rushin g remain s ambi va lent. She send s
Mi str ess Hu tc hin son o ut of th e Bosto n meet inghou se, cond emn ed by th e fello w ship , no lon ger
ce rtain of all th e answ ers, w alkin g by raw faitn
alo ne. Some of us mi ght perhaps go with her.
Fo r after all, she has taken us o n q uit e a jo urn ey.
________________

MI SSIO N

What one of us can und erstand a love so great that we wou ld wi llin gly limit our
unlimit edn ess, put the fl esh o f mort alit y over our imm ort ali ty, accept all th e pa in and gri ef
of hum anit y, submit to betraya l by that hum anity , be kill ed by it , and di e a tota l fai lur e (in
hum an terms) on a co mm o n cro ss between two th ieves?
What kind of flawed, fai led love is this? Why sho uld w e rej o ice on Chri stm as Day? Thi s is
where th e problem li es, not in secular bacchana li as, not in Santa Clauses w ith cotton
beards, loudspeakers b lattin g out Chri stm as carol s the day afte r Thanksg ivin g, not in shop s
fu ll of p eop le push in g and shoutin g and swea rin g at each other as they stru ggle to buy overpriced Chri stm as presents .
No, it 's not th e secu lar wor ld wh ich presents me with prob lems about Chri stmas, it 's
Cod.
Cribb'd, cab in ed, and confined w ithin the contours of a hum an inf ant . The infinit e defined by the finite? The Creator of all lif e thirsty and abandoned? . .. Aren 't there easier and
better ways for Cod to redeem hi s fall en creatures?

From M ade leine L' Engle,
The Irr ationa l Season
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Let me take th e opportunity to say that
Mission has been a priority on my read ing
list for almost thr ee years now. Dur ing
thos e years, it has been gratifying to hear
some of my own personal beliefs and co ncerns ec hoed in variou s articles - be liefs
w hic h, alt houg h maybe not too popula r,
reflect a mor e thorou gh or mor e realistic
view of the Scriptures. For in stance, recently I d ug back to the September 1980 issue,
and reread Ric hard Hu ghes's artic le " Shib bo leth s in the Schools ." At a tim e w hen
many Chri stians held the be lief that vo te
against school prayer is a vote against God,
Mission had th e co urage to say, " Oppos ition to th e current schoo l pray er effo rts is
not opposit ion to God, Chr ist, or th e
Ch urch .... " Ther e have been many othe r
simil ar in stances, when Mission has helped
me to see that sometim es it pays to side
neith er w ith the Right, nor th e Left, but to
plant my self firml y on the midd le ground.
It's not alway s as co mfort able, or as easy,
but in the long run it's the best.
It's also been interesting to read arti cles
with w hich I - at fir st - strong ly d isagree.
A nd I believe th at th e Jo urn al's po licy of
pr intin g art icles of d iffer ing viewpo ints has
helped me gain a better und erstandin g of
those whose beliefs diff er w ith min e. It has
also encouraged me to do mor e thinkin g
for myself, rather than expec t my religion to
be hand ed to me on a silver platter - by
prea chers, elders and chur ch publi cation s.
Finally , let me say that the August issue
was g reat. I found Prenti ce M eador 's art icle
one of th e mo st mo ving I've read in th e
Jo urn al. And Bonni e Thur ston 's article on
med itation gave me some food for thought
that I've been chew ing on .... I mean, th e
id ea of meditating had never befo re stru ck
me as somethin g Chri stian s should do , but
th e more I think about it, th e mor e I ask
myself , " Why not ?"
Joe l Fox
Haskell , Texas
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_ 1. Who's In Charge Here Anyway?
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Attorney Roy Wlllbern has written
this booklet out of his experience
as an elder. He deals with eld erpreacher relationships, the importance of shepherding, equipping
the members to care for each
other, and the need for an expanded role for women in the church.
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Whil e agreeing w ith the dir ect ion of Steven Spidell 's art ic le (October ,
1982), I wou ld emphas ize th at th e crux of th e matt er, in pr eachin g, is to
create, maybe re-create, an experience for and in the lives of th e listeners. The
preacher can prob e and be probed , exposin g hi s own life, fears, experiences,
etc., from now to doomsday , but until th e same or simil ar expe rien ce can be
created for the listeners, the Word wil l ju st sit ther e.
App arently , Steve wou ld still have th e pre acher convey a truth (albeit one
that is per sona l, subj ective, internal ly ve rifi able, and hope, in some measure,
th at th e truth strik es a responsive chord in th e listene rs' expe rience. Would it
not be better to create an exper ience of th e Word for th e listeners and let
th em di scover th eir own persona l, subjecti ve, int erna lly ve rifi able truth? To
do ot herwi se is to preach your sermon , not their sermon (owner ship is very
im portant here); or , th e preaching task beco mes on e of sim ply prov iding
in formation ; or , wor se yet, th e preacher's subj ect ive experienc e is pr eached
as if it w ere objective, propo siti o nal, external ly verif iable. All of which tak e us
right back whe re we started from in terms of wh at has been th e wor st in
Restor ati on preac hin g.
M ay I suggest someth ing th at I have on ly rece ntly learned. I mu st rememb er
that after I have been confro nted by th e text, have prob ed and been prob ed,
co nsult ed th e behavior al sciences, reviewed th e eco nom ic co ndition s, read
all th e goo d com mentaries and licked my finger and stu ck it int o the air, I am
no longer in the same place as th e listeners who , w ith heavy eyelids and
stifl ed yaw ns, wi ll hear th e text un encumb ered on Sunday morning. My goal
t hen is to take th em on a journ ey, not sim ply give th em the destin ati on .
Larry Rector
Mount ain Vi ew, California

I feel I need to say something about yo ur Octobe r issue on preac hin g, the
pu lpit, and pew-wa rmers.
It is int erestin g th at th e material o n prea chin g was presented in conjun ctio n
w ith th e pulp it rather th an w ith evangelization. It is worthy of note th at in the
primitiv e years of the Chri stian commu nit y no corpora te body of believers
wa s ever preached to. A believe r can no mor e be preached to th an he can be
evangelized. W e preac h to un believers and teach or instruct beli eve rs.
If th e "p ulpit preache r" truly preac hes from his pu lpit, he is preac hin g to
th e wrong audien ce. But as it is impo ssibl e to preach to believe rs, he attempt s
to perform an act which he cannot perfo rm. The ancient method of mutual
mini stry cou ld be imit ated if he were to co me clown off hi s platform, move in
close to his fellow believers, and announ ce that he wishes to lead th em in a
mutu al exc hange of ideas 0 11 some aspect of th e Chri stian walk. Th e body 's
memb ers wou ld begin to grow as a result of participation rath er th an beco me
spiritu ally weaker because of a lack of participation. Let us take preac hin g to
where preaching belongs, to th e unb elieve r, and encou rage believers to
mutu ally share in the co rpo rate assembly.
Buff Scott, Jr.
Cherokee, Iowa
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